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Graphic
Outlining
by Margaret B. Tinzmann
and Beau Fly Jones

In this paper we describe graphic
outlining as an instructional and learning
method for increasing students' high level
understanding of content material. In contrast
to traditional linear outlines, graphic outlines
are visual, nonlinear representations of
information. Creating a graphic outline is an
active process of translating information
from one mode (from written or oral text or
from knowledge the student has in his or her
head) to another, thus promoting active
construction or meaning by focusing students '
attention on the organization of their own
knowledge and that of the new information.
Our major point is that graphic outlining can
enhance reading comprehension and writing
at any phase of the reading or writing
processes.
First, we comment on our understanding
of the nature of reading and writing. Next,
we describe organizational patterns and
their uses before, during, and after reading;
and finally, we give examples of text patterns
and some graphic out I ines that correspond to
them.

Reading and Writing
In spite of current emphasis on integration,
reading and writing are often fragmented
across the curriculum. To integrate reading
and writing we developed an instructional
model of reading and writing that involves
three interacting and interrelated phases.
The goal at each phase is to construct
knowledge based on both the text and the
knowledge the student bri~gs to the task as
well as the particular context in which
reading or writing occurs. We call these
phases: (a) preparing, (e.g., setting a purpose,
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activating prior knowledge, previewing
materials, making predictions); (b) "on-line "
processing (e.g., checking predictions,
checking understanding of portions of text,
asking new questions); and (c) "consolidating/
extending" (integrating new information with
prior knowledge, summarizing,
articulating what was learned, applying what
was learned to new situations and problems).
The three phases and the activities and
subprocesses that can be involved in each are
elaborated in Jones, Tinzmann, Friedman,
and Walker (1987). (See also Jones, Palinscar,
Ogle, and Carr, in press).

Organizational Patterns and
Graphic Outlining
Graphic outlining is a critical instructional
strategy in our model. A graphic outline is a
visual representation of the meaning of a
text, including the organizational pattern or
text structure and the frame which are the key
categories or questions that are fundamental
to a given content, that are used to organize
the text. Graphic outlining derives from
internal (inside the head) and external
(outside the head) representations of text.
That is, researchers believe that the learner
works actively to construct an internal
representation that "matches" the external
representation.
Organizational Patterns. Organizational
patterns and frames are powerful concepts
for constructing internal and external
representations. Anderson and Armbruster
(1984) have identified five organizational
patterns that are most often used in
informational texts: compare and contrast,
cause and effect, concept and example,

sequential or temporal, and description.
Each text pattern is associated with words or
phrases that signal their structure, for
example, "in contrast " and " on the other
hand" for compare-contrast; "first" and
"next" for sequence.
In addition to paragraph level patterns,
there are patterns at a more global level, for
example, genre patterns such as science
fiction and satire. Considerable research has
been conducted on children 's understanding
of story grammars (e.g., Stein & Glenn, 1979).
Such patterns enable readers to approach
new readings with a degree offamiliarity that
aids comprehension.
Well-organized texts seem to enhance
students ' , especially poorer students,
comprehension and recall of what they read
(Meyer, Brandt, & Bluth, 1980; Shimmerlik,
1978; Stein & Glenn, 1979). All students seem
to recall more information from more
familiar patterns such as narratives than from
expository patterns, and they recall
information better from more structured
patterns such as compare and contrast than
from open-ended patterns such as description
(Amiran & Jones, 1982; Raphael & Kirschner,
1985; Schnotz, 1984). Additionally, effective
writers use organizational plans and frames
(Meyer, 1982; Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1985).
Frames and Graphic Outlines. As can
be seen in the descriptions of organizational
patterns and their frames given in Figure l,
frames are intimately connected with text
patterns; indeed, they are the questions by
which readers and writers "fill in" these
patterns. They can be very powerful tools to
help students select, sequence, and synthesize
information, especially when they are used in
conjunction with a graphic representation of
text (Jones, et al., 1987; Van Patten, Chao, &
Reigeluth, 1986). This is because they can
serve as guides for locating and processing
new information and as "hooks" on which to
link incoming information. For example,
Figure 2 depicts an Interaction Frame filled in
for the French and Indian War. The key
questions in the frame enable the student to
focus on the causes, sequence of events,
interactions, and final outcomes for each of
the four groups involved in the war. Other
examples are given in Figures 3 through 5.
To be useful in instruction, graphic
outlines should reflect the structure of a text
{e.g., a descriptive graphic for a descriptive

text structure) or a purpose for writing (e.g., a
compare-contrast matrix to compare two
story characters). Additionally, graphic
outlines are useful at any of the three phases
of reading and writing. For example, a
teacher may use a graphic as a graphic
organizer to introduce new content, students
may "take notes" in graphic form as they
read, or students may use graphics as
summaries of what they read.
Organizational patterns pervade our
thinking, speech, writing, and visual
representations of knowledge. Graphic
outlining capitalizes on this human proclivity
to organize knowledge systematically by
explicitly focusing on patterns as a way to
organize important information, thus leading
to better reading comprehension and
organization of ideas in writing tasks.
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Figure 1
TEXT ORGANIZATIONAL PATTERNS AND FRAME SLOTS
(adapted from Jones, Tinzmann, Friedman, & Walker, 1987)

1. Description of One Thing. Frame slots are: (a) the thing being described and (b) its attributes. Descriptive texts are
sometimes referred to as lists or collections because attributes may be described in any order.

2. Proposition/Support. Frame slots are: (a) a statement and (b) information supporting the statement. There may be
major and minor ideas; supporting ideas may be examples. Proposition/support may be difficult to recognize
because there are few ecisily recognizable signal words.

3. Argumentation. Frame slots are: (a) a conclusion (an opinion or action) and (b) the premises (reasons, examples,
facts, quotes, etc.) that support the conclusion. More complex frames have explanations for reasons and complex
chains of reasoning for reasons. It is critical to focus on the adequacy of the logic linking the premises to the
conclusion .
4. Concept/Definition. Frame Slots are: (a) definition, (b) category label, (c) critical attributes. They may also include:
(d) examples and (where appropriate) nonexamples, (e) how something works, (f) its functions.

5. Sequence. The frame slot is a chronological or logical order. A sequence may be events in history or a story, steps in a
procedure (e.g., how milk is pasteurized), or stages in development (e.g ., the life cycle of moths) .

6. Goal/ Action/Outcome. Frame slots are: (a) goals, (b) actions, and (c) outcomes for an individual or a group . There
is obviously a sequential component in this structure, but the focus is on goals and actions to reach them. This structure
is common in literature .

7. Compare/Contrast ofTwo or More Things. Frame slots are: (a) the things being compared, (b) a set of similarities,
(c) a set of differences.

8. Problem/Solution. Frame slots are: (a) who had a problem, (b) a definition of the problem, (c) its causes, (d) its
effects, (e) actions taken to solve the problem, and (f) effects of the actions. They may also contain elements of
decision making such as available options, resources, and the consequences of each option . They also have a
sequential component.

9. Cause/Effect. Frame slots are : (a) an effect, (b) its cause or causes, and (c) an explanation linking the cause(s) to the
effect. Complex cause/effect frames may involve a sequential chain of causes and/or interaction of various factors
and multiple effects . They are inherently sequential, although they often begin with effects and then discuss the
causes.

10. Interaction (Cooperation, Compromise, Conflict). Frame slots are : (a) the persons or groups involved, (b) their
goals, (c) the nature of the interaction (cooperation , compromise, conflict), (d) their actions, (e) their reactions, and (f)
the outcomes for each. They are common in history and good literature and contain both sequential and comparecontrast information .

Graphic Outlining
(continued from page 8)
Stein, N .L., & Glenn, C.G. (1979). An analysis of story
comprehension in elementary school children . In R.
Freedle (Ed .), New directions in discourse
processing. Norwood, NJ: Oblex .
Van Patten, Chao, & Reigeluth, (1986) .

"There are four steps
to accomplishment:
Plan Purposefully.

Margaret B. Tinzmann, Northeastern

Prepare Prayerfully.

University and National College of Education,
Evanston, Illinois.

Proceed Positively.

Beau Fly Jones, North C-entral Regional

Educational Laboratory, Elmhurst, Illinois.

Pursue Persistently.''
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Figure 2
INTERACTION FRAME: U.S. HISTORY
(Armbruster, Anderson, Cox, Friedman, Jones, Karlin, Kazarian, Martin, Osborn , & Walker, in press)

The French and Indian War: Conflict Over the Ohio River Valley
Allies: English/Colonists

Allies: French/Indians

GOALS

GOALS
France wanted to claim the Ohio Valley, hunt for
furs, and keep the English colonists out.
The Indians wanted to keep their land in the Ohio
Valley and keep English colonists out.

England wanted to claim the land in the Ohio
Valley.
The colonists wanted to settle in the Ohio Valley.

Interaction: Conflict
French/Indians

English/Colonists
(claimed Ohio Valley)

(claimed Ohio Valley)

(tried to settli in Ohio Valley)

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ (built fur trading posts to prevent
English colonists from moving
westwa rd

(sent troops warning French to
to leave)

(French refused to leave)

t

French and Indian War broke out in 1754

i

Treaty of Paris Signed in 1763

English/Colonial Results

French/Indian Results

England

France

• England won the war.
• England got the land in Canada and east of the
Mississippi River.
• England became the major European power in
North America .
• Inference : England lost some of its power over
the colonies.

• France lost the war.
• France lost Canada and all of the territory east
of the Mississippi River.

Colonists

Indians

• Colonists grew more independent of England .
• Colonies became more unified with each other.
• New lands in the west were opened for
settlement by the colonists.

• Indian tr ibes lost their land in the Ohio Valley
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Figure 3
COMPARE-CONTRAST FRAME: COMPARISON OF MAIN CHARACTERS IN TWO SHORT STORIES
(with possible answers)
(Jones, Tinzmann, & Smith)

Questions About Characters

Angie

Ernestine

What did the character do well?

She was a champion diver.

She was an excellent reader.

What was the character's challenge?

To dive off the 10 meter platform.

To read the petition to the King so he
could understand it.

How did the characterfeel about the
challenge at the beginning of the
story?

She was scared.

She may have felt confident or
nervous.

How did the character meet the
challenge?

She had practiced diving for many
years.

She had practiced reading for many
years.

What happened/will happen to the
character at the end of the story?

She got approval from Coach
Hansen; she will be able to compete
in the Olympics.

She got approval from the King and
an education, but the boys got
careers.

"If a man is called to be a streetsweeper,
he should sweep streets even as
Michelangelo painted, or Beethoven
composed music, or Shakespeare wrote
poetry. He should sweep streets so well
that all the hosts of heaven and earth will
pause to say, here lived a great
streetsweeper who did his job well."
Martin Luther King, Jr.
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Figure 4
PROPOSITION-SUPPORT FRAME:
SPIDER MAP DEPICTING ONE MAJOR THEME AND SUPPORTING DETAILS
from The Pigman by Paul Zindfel
(Jones, Tinzmann, Friedman, & Walker, 1987)
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buys toys
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- - - - ' - - - - - ' - - -\. -0
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V~
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~-------~

death
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skates in house
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exclusive friendship
with old man
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0/ - - - -"dress
up "
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-----'--.!...--~
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. p·1gman ,s house
ruin

~

MR. PIGNA TTI-PIGMAN

JOHN & LORRAINE

heart attack
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~

ruined house

~

~f--------

0
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cause Pigman's
-----=----death

disappointed in
John & Lorraine

trouble with police
and parents

~

o,-

feel ashamed &
guilty

death

t
I.
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Figure 5
CONCEPT AND DEFINITION FRAME: GLOSSARY MATRIX FOR "EMPIRE"
(Armbruster, Anderson, Cox, Friedman, Jones.
Karlin, Kazarian, Martin, Osborn, & Walker, in press)

empire
ENTRY

empire (n.)

CATEGORY

Political

DEFINITION
A group of lands united under the rule of one powerful country.

KEY FEATURES
-a group of lands
-united under the rule of one
powerful country

HIGHLIGHTS

0

The Spanish empire in the 1500s

EXAMPLE
The Spanish empire
.SENTENCE CONTEXT
The Spanish empire in the Western Hemisphere included land from the Atlantic Ocean to
the Pacific Ocean.

RELATED WORDS

l. claim (n.) a right or title to something such as land or territory.
(new lands claimed by explorers made empires larger.)
2. conquest (n.) something gained by using force. (Conquests expand
3. mother country (n.) a nation ruling other lands that belong to it.
(Spain was the mother country for the Spanish empire.)
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empires.)

